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Northern Plains Present New Priority for 
Landscape-Scale Conservation 
Custis Freese, World Wildlife Fund-US and Sarah Davies. The Prairie Foundation 


‘Almost 200 years ago on the 
‘Nomthem High Plains, 
‘Meriwether Lewis stoodat the 
‘confluence ofthe Marias and 
‘Missouri Rivers in whatis now 
‘Montana, and observed that 


in every divection around 
tus was ane vast plain in which 
unnumerable herds of 
Bugfalow were seen attended 
by their sheperds the wolves 
the solitary antelope which 
now had their young were 
distribured over its face: some 
herds of elk were also seen, 
the verdure perfectly cloathed 
the ground. 


Just 80 years later these 
“unnumerable herds," and most 
‘notably the bison which num. 
bered inthe tens of millions, 
‘were gone. Also largely gone or 
severely dislocated were the 
[Native American tribes that 
depended on the bison and 
"unbroken prairie. By 1900, 
Virtually this entire scene had 


‘been replaced by livestock and 
settlers of European descent, 


Grasslands Threatened 


The Northern High Plains. 
‘inational region of short-and 
rmixedl-grass prairie half again as 
lrgeas California, is Noah 
“America’s largest grassland 
ecoregion. This areaextends 
from southern Alberta and 
Saskatchewan in the north tothe 
Sand Hills of Nebraska inthe 
south an from the Rocky 
Mountain frontin the west to 
‘beyond the middle Missouri 
River of Northand South 
Dakota in the east, where it 
meets the tall-grass praiie 


Despite its size and rich wildlife 
heritage, conservationists largely 
ignored this vast temperate 
‘srassland during the last century 
Infact, temperate grasslands 
‘around the world have suffered 
similar neglect, if protected area 
‘coverage isan indicator. Glo- 


bully, andi the Norther High 
Plains specifcally,only one 

percent of temperate grasslands 
have been placed in protected 
areas, less than any ofthe other 
| terrestrial biomes on earth. 


This oversightisreflected by the 
precarious status of many 
species in the Northern High 
Plains. For example, of 39 
species of plants and animals 
that are largely endemic tothe 
Northem High Plains and thus 
depend on this prairie region for 
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survival. 74 percent are imperiled according 
Stale, provincial and federal agencies. Grassland 
bitds are undergoing steeper and more consistent 
declines than any other bird guild in North 
America. 


‘Of the 12 prairie endemicsin the combined 
Partersin Flight planning areas within the Noch. 
‘em High Plains, eight are ranked as conservation 
priorities ir Il or Far from being aconservation 
success story, the plainsbison is virtually ecologi- 
cally extinct on the praitie. Eighty to ninety percent 
‘of plains bison are subject to atficial selection for 
‘domestication, and most bison herds harbor 
individuals with eatle DNA. 


‘Meanvhile, pressure on 

the prairie Landscape and 

its wildlife has not sub- 
ided. Plowing of native 


prairie, inappropriate 
livestock grazing, and fossil fuel development, 


among other factors, continue to degrade 
biodiversity 


Fortunately, we have—largely by luck—followed 
Aldo Leopold's admonishiment that “io keep 
‘every cog and wheel isthe first rue of intelligent 
tinkering.” No species native tothe Northern High 
Plains at the time of European settlement is extinct 
(the Rocky Mountain locust may be the lone 
exception), genetically pure and robust bison 
‘herds stil exist, and much ofthe ecoregion’s 
prairie has never been broken by a plow—the 
killer threat ofthe praiie ecosystem, Full and 
large-scale ecological restoration is possible, and 
We havea window of opportunity to doso aver 
the next 10-20 yeurs 


‘This opportunity led World Wildlife Fund (WWF) 
todesignate the Northern High Plains asa "Global 
200 Ecoregion,” thereby recognizing its impor- 
tance for conserving global biodiversity. Further 
‘recognition was given to the ecoregion in 2000 
with the creation of the Northem Plains Conserva- 
tion Network (NPCN)'.an alliance of 21 non- 
profit conservation groups dedicated to restoring 
the biodiversity and ecological health of the 
Norther High Plains Ecoregion, The NPCN will 
publish this spring a biodiversity conservation 
vision forthe Norther High Plains, asa blueprint 
for fundamentally reshaping and guiding the future 
‘of conservation in this ecoregion, 


"The Nocthern High Plains are now at an ecological 
and socioeconomic eresstoads. Economies of 
prairie communitiesare in decline, young people 
are leaving in search of beter opportunities, most 
agriculturalists are near or past retirement age, and, 
‘the human populations shrinking. Meanwhile, 
priorities for ecological restoration are emerging, 


‘Conservation Strategy Untolds 


‘One ofthe top priorities for urgent action in the 
Norther High Plans isthe Montana Glaciated 
Plains, 2-illion-hectare region in northeastem 
Montana originally identified by The Nature 
‘Conservancy asa “highest priority” in their 
biodiversity assessment ofthe ecoregion. This 
‘egion hosts. a constellation of important conserva 
tion features and advantages: moe than 90 
percent remains unilled, atleast tworthirdsisin 
public lands, prairie dog habitats extensive, and 
black-footed ferrets are being reintroduced, 
among other atteibutes 


Froma conservation perspective, private ranch- 
lands ae critical to this region, both because of the 
«grazing allotments they hold on public lands and 
because, if managed for biodiversity, they could 
_lue together the mosaic of public lands into an 
‘enormous contiguous area for conservation 
‘Moreover, many ranches are for sale in the area. 


Following a recommendation from the NPCN, the 
“American Praitie Restoration Project was ereated 
With the goal of aequiting private anchlands and 
using them to provide conservation linkages 
‘between public lands inthe Montana Gilaciated 
Plains. The Praitie Foundation was established in 
2001 asthe land tust For the project and has 
‘begun raising funds for land acquisition and 
‘management, With the Prairie Foundation and 
WWFeas the principal partners, the goa ofthe 
projects toacquire anchlands from willing sellers 
\which, when combined withexsting public lands, 
will create large landscape on which to estore 
the full ange of praiie wildlife that Lewisand 
(Clark saw 200 years ago. In addition, the project 
provides new opportunities for economic 
sustainability for sutounding local communities, 
and landowners, as well asensuring continued 
publicaccess. 


Role for Foundations 


"The Nother High Plains, and this projectin 
particular present extraordinary opportunities for 
the foundation community to support and leverage 
large-scale ecological restoration in one of North 
America's most outstanding ecoregions. Here we 
‘have the chance torestore the full complement of 
native biodiversity over millions of acres. And we 


‘can do so ina way that demonstrably improves 
‘oth the ecological and economic sustainability of 
theland, 


‘Several foundations have already begun to play a 
role by providing important support tothe Prairie 
Foundation and WWE including the David & 
Lucile Packard Foundation, the JM. Kaplan 
Fund, the Cinnabar Foundation, Earth Friends 
Wildlife Foundation, and the Fanwood Founds- 
tion. As the number of prairie conservation 
projects in the region grows, the foundation 
‘community can help with operational funding for 
local start-up organizations research and planning 
for on-the-ground conservation projects, educal- 
ing the public and elected officials about praitie 
‘conservation, public land policy reform, and 
private land acquisition and management,among, 
‘other activities. Foundations also have akey role 
toplay in helping forge partnerships and collabo- 
tation, 


"The Norther High Plains was once, as 
‘Meriwether Lewis's account testifies, tnly North 
America’s answer to East Afiica's Serengeti 
Plains. Somagnificent was the region's wildlife that 
European royalty, artists and others commonly 
‘came on safari to hunt, to paint, or simply to 
marvel. We have a rare opportunity to restore this 
spectacle in North America’s heartland, 


INPCN members include: Albena Wildemess Associa 
sion, Biodiversity Conservation Alliance, Cente for 
Native Eensystems, Cental Montana Wilderness 
Assocation, Conservation Alliance of the Great Pais, 
Defenders of Wildife, Denver Zoological Foundation 
‘The Ecology Center, Fanwood Foundation, FaunaWests 
{Wilf Consultants, Gallatin Wife Association, Gest 
Plains Restoration Council, Montana Big Open, National 
‘Wildlife Federation, Predator Conservation Alliance 
Prescot College, Society of Grasslands Naturalists, 
“Tumer Endangered Species Fund, The Wildlands 
Project, World Wildlife Fund-Canada, andthe World 
‘WildifeFund-1) 


Report Analyses State Invasive Species Programs 


Non-native species like the voracious snakehead 
fish, the tenacious glossy buckthorn tree, and the 
‘damaging zebra mussel, threaten the ecological 
integrity and biological diversity of ournation's 
natural systems. They dspace native plants and 
‘animals, disrupt ecological processes, upset the 
stability of ourecosystems, and can permanently 
‘change our natural landscapes, costing state and 
local governments millions of dollars to remedy 
the damaging effects. Though few federal regula- 
tions address invasive species, a wide variety of 
state laws may be used toeffectively address the 
problem, according toa new report by Environ 
‘mental Law Institute's (ELD State Biodiversity 
Program, 


Halting the Invasion: State Tools for avasive 
‘Species Management analyzes the current legal 
tools available at the state level to combat invasive 
species. From defining which species willbe 
‘considered “invasive” to outlining ways toensure 
carly detection of and rapid response to wide- 
spread infestation, state laws offer effective means 
bby which to protect the nation’s agriculture and 
sustain biodiversity of ournatural environment, 
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‘The report identifies 17 state tools to effectively 
prevent, regulate, contol, and manage invasive 
species as well as enforce and implement existing 
Jaws, Italso offers three examples of model state 
programs and provides specific recommendations 
‘on improvements states could make to their 
‘existing invasive species tools with the hope that all 
states wll strive to achieve the outlined gold 
standard. Finally the report includes a CD-ROM. 
that has detailed information on each state's laws 
‘and regulations related to invasive species. The 
state-specific summaries can be accessed through 
ELI's website at www2.ei org/researchvinvasives/ 
index cfm, 


Halting the lavasion: State Tools for Invasive 
“Specie Management may be ordered fromm ELL 
for$20.00 plus shipping by calling (800) 433- 
5120, viaemail to Pressrequest@eli.org or online 
at wwe. org. For more information about ELI's 
State Biodiversity Program or the Environmental 
‘Law Institue, please contact Jessica Wilkinson at 
(609) 818-0518. 


ELI isan independent, non-profit research and 
educational organization based in Washington, 
D.C. The Institute serves the environmental 
profession in business, government, the private 
bar, public interest organizations, academia 
‘and the press 


CGBD WORKING GROUPS 
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Climate and Energy 


How to move the U.S. forward, farther and faster, 
ito aclean energy path? This question was atthe 
heart of recent strategy meetings, both of which 
placed heavy emphasis on particulatly promising 
‘opportunites atthe state and local levels. In 
January, national, state and local climate and 
‘energy activists gathered at Airlie House in Virginia 
— with suppor from several working group 
members — to consider options for more strate- 
‘ic, collaborative efforts. Following on this NGO 
‘gathering will bean early February strategy 
‘meeting for working group members, focused on 
critical, strategic opportunities to sustain and 
accelerate progress. 


Health and Environmental 
Funders Network (HEFN) 


Reflecting widespread commitment within the 
Health & Environment Funders Network (HEFN) 
tosupporting workon environment-health Links 
Within the health grantmaking community, HEFN 
‘and several ofits Partners have been actively 
involved in planning events atthe 2003 annual 
‘meeting of Grantmakers in Health (GIH), sched- 
uled for February 19-21 in Los Angeles, HEFN 
Partners atthe Liberty Hill and San Francisco 
Foundations have organized a"Not Your Ordinary 
LA Tour: Environmental Justice Up Close and 
Personal." HEFN and several of its funder Part- 
ners also will sponsor session atthe GLH meet- 
ing on "Healthy Schools, Healthy Kids,”to 
highlight the growing healthy schools movement 
‘and elated opportunities for health, environmental 
education, and other grantmakers. 


Marine Conservation 


‘The Marine Working Group willbe convening its 
‘annual winter meeting on March 2-7in Baja 
California, The meeting will beheld in La Paz, 
with afield tip to San Ignacio Lagoon to discuss 
‘ray whale conservation andthe successful 
‘campaign to prevent Mitsubishi from establishing a 
salt worksin the whale’s calving grounds. 


Additional program topics include: 
‘Challenges in the Conservation of Marine 
Mammals 
‘The Promise of Ecotourismin Baja California 
‘The Mitsubishi Campaign andits Aftermath 
“The State of Marine Conservation Funding: 
Going Forward from the Pew Oceans 
(Commission Report 

+ Dealing with Bycatch and Industrial Trawling: 
Lessons from the Gulf of California 
Designing the Ideal Marine Protected Atea 
Network 

+ Community Fisheries Management in New 
England and Alaska 
‘Marine Protected Areas and Certification as 
‘Tools for Community Fisheries Management 

+ Significance of Island Conservation forthe 
‘Marine Environment 
Espiritu Santo "Deal": Bi-national Funding for 
Conservation 


Forest Conservation 


‘The Sustainable Forestry 
Funders and the Southeast 
‘Conservation Funders will 
co-host a conference on 
challenges and opportunities for biodiversity 
‘conservation in the Southeast on April 2-4 near 
(Charleston, South Carolina. In particular, the 
conference will address the role of sustainable 
forestry in enhancing conservationin te region. 
"The program will ie regional conservation efforts 
‘onational and international initiatives in sustain 
able Forestry 


MEMBER NEWS 


After going through significant downsizing in 
2002, the Summit Foundation is ready toresume 
itsenvironmental grantmaking in 2003, Over the 
next six years its Environment Program anticipates 
spending $6 million in the conservation of the 
“Mesoamerican-Caribbean Reet. Carlas 
‘Saavedra remains with the Foundation as Senior 
Program Officer and Mariana Panuncio has 
been promoted to Program Officer. 


Peter Riggs is now working parttime atthe 
Rockefeller Brothers Fund, He is also involved 
‘with a couple of projects in Asia with the Open 
Society Institute. Peter is devoting most of his time 
and energy to starting up a new NGO, the Forum 
‘on Democracy and Trade, This group will work 
‘with tate and local elected officials on the threats 
posed by global and regional trade agreements to 
local authority, as well as on other state and 
‘municipal responses to the challenges of globaliz 
tion, 


‘Melisa Crawford has lft the Heinz Endowments 
tomove west to be closer to her family in Colo. 
‘ado and California, as well as to pursue new 
professional opportunities. 


Harvey Locke has concluded his three-year stint 
‘as senior program officer atthe Kendall Founda- 
tion and has aecepted a position asa program 
advisor to Tides Canada Foundation, He plans to 
‘continue his work withthe Yellowstone to Yukon 
(2Y) initiative and to explore the connections 
>etween Canada’s hydrocarbon production for 
the U.S. market, climate change, and the threat 
they pose for wilderness in the Y2Y and boreal 
regions of Canada. 


Darren Long has leftthe Tumer Foundation to 
‘become Environment Program Associate for'The 
‘Arthur M. Blank Family Foundation. He will be 
Working in the Environment and Outdoor Activi- 
ties Programs, which suppor land conservation 
‘through diet sequistion and public policy, along 
With projects that raise youth awareness about the 
importance of green spaces and the preservation 
‘of our natural resources. 


UPCOMING EVENTS 


Feb, 6, National Academies of Science Workshop on "Generating Useful Information in 
‘Toxicogenomics” (Washington, DC). Contact: http/dels.nas.edu/emergingissues. 


Feb, 19-21. Annual Meeting of Grantmakers in Health (Los Angeles, CA), 
‘Contact: hntp://www gih.org for GIH meeting and/or het @ aol.com for the 


‘healthy schools panel, 


Feb, 18-21. Aquaculture America 2003. New Frontiers in Aquaculture 
(Louisville, KY). Contact: upz/iep.waterca.govicalfed/scient/2003/ 


index hum. 


Feb, 22, Ecologicl Integration Symposium (College Station, TX), 
‘Contact: lnp:/leco-symposium tamu.edueco-home htm. 


Feb, 24-26, National Institute for Environmental Health Sciences. “Children's, 
Environmental Health: Identifying and Preventing Environmental Threats to Children" (Bethesda, MD), 
Contact: www-apps.niehs nih gov/cehe200¥agenda him, 


‘Mar. 13-15, 26th Annual Public Lands and Resources Law Review Conference (Missoula, MT), 
‘Contact: publand @ selwvay.umt.edu or (406) 243-6568 or wwwunt.edu/publicland/26con! hum, 


‘May 18.23, Intemational Forum on Ecosystem Approaches to Human Health (Monttéal, Canad). 
Contact: hrtp://network idre.calev php. 


‘Mar. 26-28, North American Wildlife and Natural Resources Conference (Winston-Salem, NC), 
Contact Richard MeCabe, (202) 371-1808 or www.wildlifemanagementinstitute org 


‘Apr. 13-16, Restore America’s Estuaries: Inaugural national Conference on Coastal and Estuarine 
Habitat Restoration (Baltimore, MD). Contact: www.oceanequities.org. 


‘May 28.31, Forest Stewards Guild Annual Conference (Sewanee, TN). 
Contact: FSG, (505) 983-3887 orinfo@ foreststewardsguild org 


June 29 —July 2. Society for Conservation Biology Annual Meeting (Duluth, MN), 
‘Contact: seb2003@d.umn.edu, 


‘Aug. 10-14. American Fisheries Society Annual Meeting (Quebec City, Quebec). 
Contact Betsy Fritz, (301) 897-8616 x 212. 


Sep. 21-28. XII World Forestry Congress (Quebec, Canada). Contact: WFC Rome 
59,06.57085879 or WFC-XIL@ fao.org, 


&4. 


“Bad news, Mitchelton. We're downsizing.” 
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